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1 
The Natural Resources Building: Origin and Evolution 
Correspondence Chronology 1926—1937
Situated on the University of Illinois campus, the Natural Resources Building as it appears in the 
present-day photograph above is the culmination of discussions beginning in the 1920s. Below is 
provided a chronological summary of salient portions of these discussions, reproduced from 
archival correspondence and documents*, which provide historical insights into deliberations 
that eventually led to the final plan and construction of the NRB. 
The archival correspondence involves many individuals whose names and key positions will not 
be familiar to the reader; therefore, a chronological glossary is being provided incrementally 
through this document: 
 Dr. William Albert Noyes, U of I Department of Chemistry (Head, 1907-1926);
Secretary, Board of Natural Resources and Conservation
 Dr. A. M. Shelton, Director, State of Illinois Department of Registration and Education;
Chair, Board of Natural Resources and Conservation
 Dr. A. M. Buswell, Chief, Illinois State Water Survey
 Dr. S. A. Forbes, Chief, Illinois Natural History Survey
 Dr. M. M. Leighton, Chief, Illinois State Geological Survey
 Dr. David Kinley, President, University of Illinois (1920-1930)
 Dr. C. M. Thompson, Dean, U of I College of Commerce
*Sources include the University of Illinois Archives (Main Library); University of Illinois
Facilities and Services, Records and Information Office; University of Illinois Board of Trustees
Minutes; Illinois State Geological Survey Library; University of Illinois at Chicago Library;




June 8, 1926 (from Dr. W.A. Noyes) 
June 9 (from A. M. Shelton) 
June 10, 1926 (from W. A. Noyes) 
“…three State surveys…” at this 
date include ISGS, INHS, and ISWS. 
Undated document, most likely written to support the June 14, 1926 Board of Trustees meeting. 
3 
4 
 Dr. Harry Woodburn Chase, President, University of Illinois (1930-1933)
 Louis Lincoln Emmerson, Governor of Illinois (1929-1933)
1930 
October 16, 1930 (from W.A. Noyes) Prior to 1940, most state governments operated on a 
biennium, two-year budget cycle. Illinois changed 
from a biennial to an annual budgeting cycle in 1970. 
5 
6 
October 20, 1930 (from President Chase) 
7 
 Dr. Edson S. Bastin, Department of Geology (Chair, 1922-1944), University of Chicago
October 22, 1930 (from W.A. Noyes) 
8 
November 7, 1930 (Similar letter was sent to Governor L. L. Emerson on December 18) 
One of the first formal references to a “Mineral Industries Building”. 
9 
1931 
January 19 (from W.A. Noyes) 
10 
January 23, 1931 (from President Chase) 
11 
January 23, 1931 (from Mr. C. C. Whittier, Secretary, IL Mineral Industries Committee) 
12 
 Dr. Arthur Hill Daniels, President, University of Illinois (1933-1934)
 Otto Kerner, Sr. (1884–1952), Attorney General of Illinois (1932–1938)
 Henry Horner, Governor of Illinois (1933–1940)
1933 
October 23 (from Otto Kerner, Sr.; Illinois Attorney General) 
13 
October 23, 1933 (from Otto Kerner, continued) 
November 15, 1933 (from T. J. Thomas, Chair, Mineral Industries Building Comm.) 
See Reader Note regarding the Public 
Works Administration on page 16. 
November 15, 1933 (from M. M. Leighton, ISGS Chief) 
14 
15 
November 17, 1933 (from M. M. Leighton, Chief, Illinois State Geological Survey) 
First mention of, “…a building for the State Geological Survey.” 
16 
Reader note: The above November 15-17, 1933 correspondence makes reference to the Public 
Works Administration (PWA). Created in June 1933 by the National Industrial Recovery Act, 
part of newly-elected President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal ‘Alphabet’ legislation, the PWA 
was a large-scale public works construction agency headed by Secretary of the Interior Harold L. 
Ickes. Established to help revive the U.S. economy during the year of the deepest part of the 
Great Depression (25% of the civilian work force was unemployed), it primary goals were to to 
provide employment, and stabilize purchasing power. Most of PWA’s expeditures came in two 
waves – 1933-35, and in 1938. Originally called the Federal Emergency Administration of 
Public Works, it was renamed the Public Works Administration in 1935 and was eliminated in 
1944. 
The PWA spent over $6 billion in contracts to private construction firms, which produced an 
infrastructure that generated national and local pride in the 1930s. The PWA is often confused 
with the Works Progress Administration (WPA, 1935—1943), headed by Harry Hopkins, which 
focused on smaller projects and hired unemployed unskilled workers; but is also remembered for 
it’s most famous project, Federal Project Number One, in which the WPA employed musicians, 
artists, writers, actors and directors in large arts, drama, media, and literacy projects. 
The PWA will play an important, future role in the realization of the Natural Resources Building. 
(Adapted and revised from Wiki) 
17 
 Dr. Arthur Cutts Willard, President, University of Illinois (1934-1946)
 John J. Hallihan, Director, State of Illinois Department of Registration and Education;
Chair, Board of Natural Resources and Conservation
1934 
May 16, 1934 (from M. M. Leighton, Chief, Illinois State Geological Survey) 
18 
August 1, 1934 (from Dr. Arthur Cutts Willard, President, University of Illinois) 
19 
August 4, 1934 (from M. M. Leighton, Chief, Illinois State Geological Survey) 
First mention in correspondence of, “…Natural Resources Building for the Scientific Surveys.” 
September 28, 1934 (from John J. Hallihan, Director, State of Illinois Department of 
   Registration and Education) 
20 
21 
September 28, 1934 (from John J. Hallihan, Director, State of Illinois Department of 
Registration and Education) 
22 
September 30, 1934 (from W.A. Noyes) 
This letter from W. A. Noyes documents that 1932 was the year when the idea of a “mineral 
industries building“ was first proposed. This letter is also notable in that Noyes states, “…Dr. 
Leighton at the present time prefers a building which would house the three surveys.” 
23 
October 2, 1934 (from Dr. Edson S. Bastin, Vice Chair, Board of Natural Resources) 
24 
October 10, 1934 (from Dr. M. M. Leighton, Chief, Illinois State Geological Survey) 
Below are excerpts from a 10-page detailed letter (plus locational map; see Appendix) from 
Chief Leighton, which is in response to an upcoming meeting of the Board of Natural Resources. 
Leighton provides the space requirements for the then existing three ISGS Divisions 
(Stratigraphy & Paleontology, Sub-Surface, and Areal Geology). 
25 
October 10, 1934 (letter from Dr. M. M. Leighton, continued) 
26 
October 10, 1934 (letter from Dr. M. M. Leighton, continued) 
Summary of space requirements provided on October 23, 1934 
27 
October 29, 1934 (from Charles S. Havens, Director, U of I Physical Plant Dept.) 
This is the first correspondence providing formal cost 
estimates for a proposed Natural Resources Building to 
house the ISGS & INHS. 
October 29, 1934 (from Mr. C. S. Havens, continued) 
(1) Space in present garage used for such purposes.
(2) Deducting duplication of auditorium.
28 
First formal cost 
estimate for a 
new building. 
29 
October 31, 1934 (from Dr. A. C. Willard, President, University of Illinois) 
30 
December 17, 1934 (letter from the University of Illinois Board of Trustees) 
31 
1935-1938 
The years 1935 through 1938 were critical in the evolution of what would ultimately become 
known as the Natural Resources Building. Unfortunately, the archival correspondence included 
below for this period is not as complete as for previous years. In order to provide additional 
documentation, the author researched the official Minutes of the University of Illinois Board of 
Trustees meetings (Board), which were normally held on a monthly basis.  
The state scientific surveys have historically been co-located on the U of I campus, but prior to 
July 2008 these agencies were administered through the State of Illinois, and therefore not 
considered university departments. However, major decisions regarding assignment of space, 
including new buildings, are made by the U of I President with the approval of the Board. 
Because the Minutes of the Board minutes are official documents, they are transcribed and 
approved at each monthly meeting, and therefore afford an excellent record of the formal 
deliberations and decisions relevant to the capital building that would eventually contain the 
offices and personnel of the Illinois State Geological Survey and the Illinois Natural History 
Survey.  
Portions of the monthly Board Minutes for the years of 1926 and 1934-1940 which are relevant 
to the new building have been reproduced and compiled into a separate PDF document. To 
facilitate reading, the pertinent sections within the Minutes have been highlighted. 
32 
1935 
December 14, 1935 (from H. E. Cunningham, Secretary, U of I Board of Trustees) 
See January 19, 1935 minutes of the 
Board of Trustees Meetings. 
January 14, 1935 (supporting letter for submission to the January 19, 1935 U of I 
Board of Trustees meeting.) 
33 
January 14, 1935 (supporting letter signed by Dr. Gustav Egloff, continued.) 
January 16, 1935 (from Dr. W. A. Noyes, recognizing letter from Gustav Egloff.) 
34 
35 
January 23, 1935 (letter from Miles Bryant in support of the Natural History Survey 
for a “State Natural Resource Building”.) 
36 
January 23, 1935 (Miles Bryant support letter, continued.) 
1936  (No archival correspondence available) 
1937 
Dated September 8, 1937 (including an update on October 30, 1937), an unknown individual 
compiled a Chronology of events entitled, “State Natural Resources Building Project”, which 
covers the period from October 23, 1934—September 24, 1937. While the recording of each 
event is a brief summary, the Chronology nonetheless provides a useful perspective from 
someone contemporary with the ongoing happenings to secure a new building.  
Notes: 1) the “Exhibits” referenced in the Chronology were not included; 2) archival 
correspondence dated November 3, 1937—December 21, 1937 was ‘clipped’ to the Chronology, 
and is outside the Chronology events. The pertinent correspondence is included here after the 
Chronology. 
37 
Chronology: October 23, 1934—1935 (no date) 
38 
Chronology: August 10, 1935—September 16, 1935 
39 
Chronology: September 17, 1935—June 30, 1936 
Appropriation from State of 
Illinois required to obtain PWA 
grant (it did not occur in time). 
40 




Chronology: July 31, 1937—September 17, 1937 
Harold L. Ickes was Secretary of the Interior and headed the Public Works Administration. 
42 
Chronology: September 17, 1937 (continued)—September 24, 1937 
43 
1937  
November 3, 1937 (from U of I President A. C. Willard to Governor Horner) 
November 22, 1937 (Letter from President A. C. Willard to the Building and 
     Grounds Committee, U of I Board of Trustees.) 
44 
45 
November 22, 1937 (Letter from President A. C. Willard to the Building and 
     Grounds Committee, continued.)
46 
November 22, 1937 (Letter from President A. C. Willard to the Committee on 
General Policy, U of I Board of Trustees.)   
47 
November 22, 1937 (Letter from President A. C. Willard to the Committee on 
     General Policy, U of I Board of Trustees, continued.)    
   November 22, 1937 (from H. E. Cunningham, Secretary, U of I Board of Trustees.) 
48 
November 27, 1937 (Follow-up letter from H. E. Cunningham, Secretary, U of I 
      Board of Trustees.) 
49 
 November 29, 1937 (Letter from ISGS Chief Leighton and INHS Chief Frison to 
       President A. C. Willard.) 
See Appendix, November 29, 1937 Site Map 
50 
December 17, 1937 (Letter from President Willard to Board of Natural Resources 
and Conservation Building Committee and Chiefs Leighton and Frison.) 
51 
December 17, 1937 (Draft agreement referenced by President Willard in his letter.) 
52 
December 17, 1937 (Draft agreement, page 2.) 
53 
December 17, 1937 (Draft agreement, page 3.) 
54 
December 17, 1937 (Draft agreement, page 4.) 




December 21, 1937 (Response from Dr. W. A. Noyes to President Willard regarding  
                                  draft agreement.) 
 
 
 
